The management of volunteers by Simona Mihaela Haivas
SIMONA MIHAELA HAIVAS                                                                          
An. Inst. cerc. ec. „Gh. Zane”, t. 18, Iaşi, 2009, p. 69-76 
THE MANAGEMENT OF VOLUNTEERS 
1. Introduction 
Volunteering is consider to be any activity intended to help others and 
is provided without obligation and for which the volunteer does not receive 
payment or other material compensation.  
Volunteering  activity  has  widely  increased  in  the  last  decade  and 
become valuable resource for all types of working sectors. For example, the 
public sector is using volunteer forces to perform necessary services; in the 
profit sector, the organizations depend on employees to engage theuselves in 
activities  that  go  beyond  their  responsibilities  for  the  effectiveness  and 
success  of  the  organizations,  while  for  the  non-profit  sector,  volunteers 
substitutes or supplementary paid workers and are crucial resources for the 
existing of the organizations.   
The  existence  in  the  market  economies  of  non-profit  organisations 
(NPO’s),  defined  as  organisations  to  which  a  'non-distribution  constraint' 
[1.p.167] applies, has attracted a lot of attention in economic research. The 
UN Handbook on Non Profit Institutions shows that the NPO’s imputed 
monetary value is around 5% of GDP. In all market based economic systems 
we  observe  now  an  important  non-profit  component  which  is  subdivided 
because of economic and organisational grounds into a public non-profit sub-
sector (including government itself) and a private non-profit sub-sector. 
Volunteer  work  is  an  important  resource  for  many  non-profit 
organizations. This conclusion is documented through a large number of 
studies and researches. For example,  a large study organized in 2001 on a 
sample of 24 countries shows that the financial value of this unpaid input 
represents on average a contribution which is twice as high as the amount of 
cash donation  [2.p.5-6] . Also the European Union report shows that more 
than 100 million citizens of EU get involved in volunteering activities.  A 
recent  study  which  gathered  data  from  volunteers  organizations  from  all 
around Europe had demonstrated that the added value generated through 
volunteers is very important, meaning that for each 1 Euro spend by this 
organization  for  supporting  volunteers  an  average  of  3  to  8  Euros  is 
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Also,  in  the  last  years,  thanks  to  a  growing  appreciation  by  the 
business of the need to demonstrate their Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) credentials, companies’ competitive advantage is blossoming in the 
area  of  volunteering.  The  amount  of  Employee  Supported  Volunteering 
(EVS)  schemes  proposed  by  the  companies  has  been  rising  in  western 
Europe with about 30% since 2001 [12.p.28]. Since 2001, the number of 
employees who volunteered through an ESV scheme at least once in a year 
has  risen  with  around  40%.  [12.p.29].  IBM  for  example,  is  one  of  the 
companies that have a high percentage of volunteers (around one-third of 
the  employees).  The  main  advantages  that  explain  the  introduction  of 
volunteering on CSR agenda is that is relatively inexpensive and employees 
actually want as it is a chance to use their skills outside of the workplace 
and to gain additional recognition.   
Given  the  role  and  the  importance  of  volunteering  as  a  productive 
resource,  the  NPO’s  mainly  driven  by  volunteers  need  to  have  a  good 
management of these resources and to focus their attention on sustaining the 
motivation of volunteers.  
2.Elements of a successful volunteering management 
Practitioners  and  researches  in  the  field  of  volunteers  management, 
identifies several elements that are important for a successful volunteering 
management [4.p.40-43]: 
• Assessment of Needs: For a good management of volunteers, there 
are some first questions that need to have answers: How many volunteers 
does the organization need? What tasks need to be done? What skills should 
volunteers have? 
• Recruitment: Build up a plan that will help identify and acquire the 
volunteers you need. 
• Interviewing and Screening: Create job descriptions for volunteer 
positions. Design and implement an appropriate screening and interviewing 
procedures  that  ensures  that  volunteers  are  matched  to  roles  that  are 
appropriate to their interests and capabilities. 
• Orientation,  Training,  and  Monitoring:  Design  an  integration 
process that helps volunteers understands their role and provides a training 
program to develop needed skills. This will also demonstrate organizational 
commitment  to  the  education  and  skill  development  that  relates  to 
responsibly  taking  on  a  work  role.  Initiate  a  continuous  feedback 3  The management of volunteers    71
mechanism  between  volunteers  and  management;  implement  a  regular 
performance management process with regular . 
• Retention  and  Recognition:  Develop  techniques,  events,  and 
programs  that  acknowledge  volunteers’  contributions  and  sustain a  h i g h  
motivational level within the organization. 
• Risk Management Audit: Assess the risk involved with volunteer 
positions. Risk audit or assessment entails an analysis of the  volunteer’s 
tasks, particularly those that bring the volunteer into contact with vulnerable 
populations. An audit should consider: the type of client, the setting, the 
type  of  activity,  and  the  level  of  supervision  that  may  be  required.  An 
overall level of risk –low,  medium or high – can then be assigned to a 
particular task, and can determine the degree of management that volunteer 
task requires. Low risk tasks are short-term; they may include things like 
fund-raising  activities.  Medium  risk  activities  are  longer  but  are  still 
generally directed to a specific task. High risk activities require at least a 
one-year commitment from a volunteer may involve provision of services to 
vulnerable populations and require supervision and regular evaluation. If the 
volunteer  manager  can  accurately  assess  volunteer  risk  and  respond 
accordingly, they not only enhance organizational capacity, they also reward 
the volunteer with organizational support and the organization is more likely 
to retain that volunteer’s services. 
3. Recruitment and retention of volunteers 
a. Understanding the demographics of volunteering is essential for a 
successful recruitment campaign. Many studies have been set out to uncover 
the  demographic  determinants  of  volunteer  participation.  The  most 
consistent  variable  is  education,  meaning  mostly  the  possession o f  a  
university  degree  [5.p.575]  The  assumption  is  that  higher  education  is 
associated with greater social awareness. Another frequently cited variable 
is above average income, associated also with higher education. The other 
most  prominent  variable  is  civic  participation,  defined  as  the  number  of 
types of organizations a person belongs to [5.p.576]. Church attendance, a 
subvariable of civic participation, is a further indicator. 
The  recruitment  of  volunteers  is  the  process  developed  to  help  the 
organization  attracting  and  inviting  new  people  to  get  involved i n  
volunteering activities. A good recruitment requires a strict analyzes of the 
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and mission, combined with an elaborate selection procedure. The selection 
of volunteers usually refers to the process of finding the right volunteer for 
the organization activities and of creating proper activities for volunteers 
that join the organization but do not match any open position.  
b.  Selection  of  the  right  volunteers  could  be  as  important  as  the 
s e l e c t i o n  o f  p a i d  w o r k e r s .  T h e  s tudies  on  desirable  competencies 
demonstrated that much higher value was placed on selecting volunteers for 
their attributes. This could be explained through the cost of skills-training 
required for the integration of new volunteers. Selecting for attributes such 
as initiative, adaptability, innovativeness, empathy will help the NPO’s get 
the most out of both its volunteer force and its limited funds. 
c. Another important aspect of a successful process of recruitment and 
retention is matching volunteer’s assignments with their interest and desires. 
Assessing the applicant volunteer’s expectations and needs accurately will 
result higher levels of satisfaction, which will most likely enhance retention 
generally.  Volunteer  interviewing  has  a  different  goal  from  paid 
employment interviewing. One interviews a volunteer for a job, not the job 
and very important, it’s their first impression of the organization that counts, 
not vice versa. 
d. Another critical aspect of the retention process is the motivation of 
the volunteers. Regardless of the type of organization they act in, scholars 
on volunteering concluded that volunteers are characterized by two features: 
they are not paid for their time or effort and they participate willingly. Due 
to  this  characteristics,  the  relationship  between  a  volunteer  and  his/her 
agency  may  lack  the  formality  of  employment  relationship  given  by  a 
written contract which explicitly states responsibilities and obligations, or 
consequences for contract violations.   
A  substantial  amount  of  researches  has  focused  on  what  drives  the 
volunteer  behaviour,  suggesting  that  personal  motives  play  an  important 
role in volunteerism. Clary et al. (1998)  adopted a functional approach to 
understand the motivation of volunteers,  identified and operationalized  six 
personal  and  social  functions  served  by  volunteers:  Values ( t h e  
opportunities that volunteerism provides for individuals to express values 
related to altruistic and humanitarian concerns for others); Understanding 
(the opportunity for volunteerism to permit new learning experiences and 
the chance to exercise knowledge, skills, and abilities that might otherwise 
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one's friends or to engage in an activity viewed favourably by important 
others);  Career  (career-related  benefits  that  may  be  obtained  from 
participation in volunteer work); Protective (e.g. volunteerism, may serve to 
reduce guilt over being more fortunate than others and to address one's own 
personal  problems);  Enhancement    (involves  a  motivational  process  that 
centres on the ego's growth and development and involves positive strivings 
of the ego). [6. p.1520-1522]  
In the attempt to help HR managers dealing with voluntaries, studies 
on this topic also has been focusing on what it takes for a volunteer to be a 
long-term  one.  Thus,  Penner  &  Finkelstein  (2000)  –  a  review  of  the 
literature  suggests  that  two  kinds  of  organizational  satisfaction  were 
associated with the amount of time spent working as a volunteer: 1. An 
individual member’s perceptions of and feelings about the way he or she is 
treated  by  the  organization  and  2.    The  organization’s  reputation  and 
personnel  practice.  The  authors  proposed  a  “model  of  sustained 
volunteerism”  which  emphasizes  the  influence  of  dispositional  and 
organizational characteristics on the sustained volunteerism. Also, studies 
have shown that level of satisfaction with current volunteering has little to 
do  with  commitment  [7. p.530-537]  and  people  don’t  usually  stop 
volunteering because of low job satisfaction. They are more likely to say 
their efforts went unrecognized, their skills and interests were not properly 
matched  with  the  assignments  they  were  given,  or  they  were  not  given 
enough autonomy or freedom to help those they wished to serve [8. p 245].   
Studies  on  the  difference  between  volunteers  and  paid  employees 
found  contradictory  results:  for  example  Pearce  found  that  difference 
between  volunteers  and  paid  employees  were  essentially  related  to  the 
workers motivation. Liao -Troth found that volunteers and paid employee 
(working  in  the  same  organization  and  performing  similar  works) h a v e  
similar job attitudes for psychological contracts  (transactional/ relational 
psychological  contracts,  good  faith  and  fair  dealing  organizational  
promises,  working  condition  organizational  promises,  and  intrinsic  job 
characteristic  organizational  promises),  affective  commitment  and 
organizational  justice.  The  only  difference  was  found  was  on  the 
organization’s  promises  regarding  benefits  and  the  continuance 
commitment. This contradictory results could be explained by the fact that 
Liao-Troth assets volunteers from very well standardize position (very clear 
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4. Recognition system for volunteers 
Recognizing  the  work  and  merits  of  volunteers  is  a  very  important 
stage within the management of volunteers. Up to now there are usually two 
terms used regarding this topic: the recognition of volunteer’s merits and the 
rewarding of volunteers merits. The efficiency of a reward system inside an 
organization is most of the time reflected in the retention rate and work 
productivity.  
In  comparison  with  the  organization  based  on  volunteers,  the  other 
organization can use the motivational value of money that although can not 
determine an intrinsic motivation, could be used to satisfy a wide variety of 
needs. So, a rewarding system in a volunteer’s organization has to address 
those needs that can not be satisfied through money.  
When  creating  a  recognition  and  reward  system  for  volunteers,  the 
organization has to consider the following aspects:  recognition and rewards 
is better to be delivered in an open and publicized way. If not made public, 
recognition loses much of its impact. However, the public recognition will 
not substitute for private, everyday, personal thank-you and respect; timing 
is  critical  –  the  recognition  should  be  delivered  to  the  volunteer  as  the 
contribution occurs; recognition should be tailored to the unique needs of 
the people involved.  
The recognition of volunteers merit can not be reduced to an event or a 
gift, but is a process or an attitude that should not cease to exist. This could 
be: 
-  A  formal  recognition  system:  refers  to  giving  away  certificates, 
prizes,  medals,  etc.  Lots  of  organizations  have  special  meetings  for 
gratifying the volunteers, and this could be used to award the ones with 
special performance.  
-  An  informal  recognition  system:  refers  to  the  organizational 
stakeholders  sincerely  and  spontaneous  expressing  their  appreciation  and 
gratitude for volunteers effort. This informal system could have a higher 
impact than the formal one and should be applied on a daily basis.    
One  important  criterion  for  implementing  a  recognition  system  of 
volunteers is the length of volunteering period. So, for long-term volunteers 
the recognition takes place inside the group and by the group. The event is 
perceived  as  a  promotion  and  is  moderator  by  a  person  invested  with 
authority. For short-term volunteers, the recognition is awarded immediate 
after  and  in  accordance  with  the  tasks  fulfilled  and  has  a more  tangible 
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Another way of examining the process of rewarding volunteers is to 
consider  the  concept  of  the  psychological  contract.    The  psychological 
contract is defined  as “an individual’s belief in mutual obligations between 
that person and another party such as an employer” [10. p. 681]. The belief 
hold by the individual is based on the perception that a promise has been 
made (e.g. career opportunities) and a consideration offered in exchange 
(e.g. accepting a position). Thus, the psychological contract exists in the 
mind  of  the  employee  and  is  based  on  her  perceptions  of  employment 
agreements beyond what is formally agreed.  
The psychological contract covers two broad sub-contracts:  
- a transactional contract focuses on specific economic terms (e.g., 
wage) as primary incentive, implies limited personal involvement in the job; 
the  commitments  included  in  this  type  of  contracts  are  limited  to  well-
specified  conditions  (written  agreements),  there  is  little  flexibility  for 
changing  it  and  the  terms  of  the  contract  are  unambiguous,  easily 
understood by a third party.  
-  a relational contract that includes, besides economic exchange also 
emotional involvement, written as well as unwritten commitments; also the 
relational contract is more dynamic and flexible to change, more pervasive 
in  its  scope  (affects  also  personal  life),  is  subjectively  and  implicitly 
understood (difficult to be understood by a third party). One example would 
be loyalty in exchange to career development. 
In the volunteer setting, two alternative sub-contracts are assurance of 
good faith and fairness and intrinsic job characteristics, which refers to the 
degree  to  which  the  position  meets  the  personal  needs  of  the  volunteer. 
Returning  to  the  functional  approach  of  the  motivation  stated  above, 
volunteers,  although  not  expecting  financial  remuneration,  still  expect 
certain returns for their contributions.  Without this, the volunteer’s most 
likely response is to limit their involvement with the organization. 
Rewards  in  this  sense  can  include:  perception  of  organizational 
support;  inclusion  in  organizational  policy  setting;  communication  with 
civic leaders; ; perceptions of how well the organization meets its own goals 
(ie.  being  part  of  a  successful  organization);  providing  the  necessary 
resources  for  volunteers  to  carry  out  their  role;  receiving  feedback; 
collegiality, especially with paid workers in the organization; a sen s e o f 
ownership and training. [11, p. 355]. 
Managing volunteers is an unusual and often tricky issue. Research 
reveals that potential volunteers are generally well-educated anyway, but 
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right guidance and training will not only improve retention rates, but will 
also improves the organization’s ability to reach its own objectives.  
Given the variations in volunteer motivation, the non-profit manager 
should  ideally  tailor  tasks  and  the  recognition  system  differently  for 
different volunteers depending on that worker’s particular motivation and 
perceptions  of  the  psychological  contract.  The  volunteer  manager  can 
provide programmers that enhance or lead to more self-directed behavior in 
volunteers. 
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